The Business of Prison Phone Rates

It is cheaper to call Singapore at 12 cents a minute
from your cell phone than it would be to speak to
someone in prison in this country. A typical interstate
collect call from a prison has a $3.95 connection fee
(regardless of the length of the call), while rates per
minute can be as high as $0.89 per minute. This can
result in charges of $10-17 for a 15-minute collect call
or $300 per month for a weekly one-hour call.

These high rates are the result of the contracts

between prisons and the telephone companies that
offer secure telephone service for prisoners. These
contracts impose exorbitant commissions on telephone
companies, which are passed on to prisoners’” families
in the form of high rates for collect calls or pre-paid/
debit accounts.

The phone market in state prison systems is worth
more than an estimated $362 million annually in gross
revenues. Commission payments to governments in
return for exclusive phone contracts account for an
estimated 42 percent nationwide, or $152 million per
year, according to a 2011 report by Prison Legal News.

Expert commissions have found that excessively
high prison phone rates severely and negatively
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impact violence in prisons, recidivism, and access to
counsel. They also place an unfair financial burden

on prisoners’ families and loved ones. In 2005, the
American Bar Association adopted a resolution urging
the “lowest possible rates,” among other measures
designed to afford prison and jail inmates reasonable
opportunity to maintain contact with the free
community. The American Correctional Association
has stated that prisoners “should have access to a range
of reasonably priced telecommunications services”
with rates “commensurate with those charged to the
general public”

Civil rights leaders, media reform advocates and
criminal justice activists are working together to urge
the FCC to address long distance rates, as well as set
the stage for state action on local rates. A petition
pending at the Federal Communications Commission
since 2003 seeks a cap on long distance rates,
elimination of per-call charges, and guaranteed access
to debit calling. The FCC’s grant of this petition would
immediately impact long distance prison rates and
would provide a strong impetus to the 42 states that
have not yet acted to remedy their own local prison
telephone rates.
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